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ALL YOU WILL BE LEFT WITH IS FEAR.


DAY ONE


Six weeks after vanishing, Sarah Langton is suddenly found – delirious and starved close to death.


The police struggle to find any answers.


DAY TWO


When another missing person reappears, half-crazed and hysterical, a terrifying pattern emerges: a twisted predator is pushing his victims to insanity.


DS Corcoran, haunted by a previous case, and Dr Marie Palmer, a leading criminal psychiatrist, must try to establish a link between the survivors.


DAY THREE


As it becomes clear others are in grave danger, every second will be critical. But can Corcoran and Palmer unravel the deadliest of puzzles in time?




 


To Kat




Day one




One


[Bob, 11:10]


Bob Rutherford stepped back and took one last look at his handiwork. Aside from the slate wall missing some ivy, nobody could tell which part he’d spent the past couple of hours patching up. Thin slices, neatly stacked, following the path of the road weaving towards the village.


A car rumbled behind him, going way too fast along the single-track lane.


Bob pushed himself face first against his van. The dark SUV shot past in a blur of kicked-up leaves and diesel fumes, then disappeared round the bend, lost to the canopy of trees.


Missed me by inches!


Berk.


Bob hopped in the cabin and twisted the key in the ignition. The engine spluttered into life and he set off. His phone rang through the dashboard.


‘You on your way home, then?’ Shirley’s voice boomed out of the speaker.


Bob turned it down as he eased round the bend. ‘Got my tax return to do, haven’t I? Absolutely starving, I am. Magnificent job, though, even if I do say so myself.’ No sign of the pillock in the SUV up ahead. He took another bend, the trees darker and thicker here, blocking out the morning sun. More slate walls on both sides, a gap on the right for Proudfoot Farm. He caught sight of the SUV, idling on the right. Then it shot off away from Bob at a rate he couldn’t hope to catch.


But he also spotted a shape on the ground, almost white against the lush green.


Bob slammed on the brakes and let out an almighty screech. He jerked forward, the belt digging into his ribs.


‘What’s up, Bob?’


Flat, low, and resting on a bed of nettles, almost hidden by the thick bush encroaching on the road.


A body.


A human body.


‘Bob?’


‘Shirley, I think I’ve just seen a dead body.’


Her gasp rattled out of the speakers. ‘Call the police!’


‘Yeah, of course.’ Bob snapped out of his daze with a vigorous nod, as though she could see him. ‘I’ll phone you back.’ He jabbed the red button, then tapped 999 into the keypad, keeping his focus on the motionless shape, leg jigging up and down, the phone ringing and ringing and—


‘Emergency. What service?’


‘Police, please.’ Bob cracked open the door and stepped out of the van. A gentle breeze rustled down the lane, carrying the cloying smell of honeysuckle through the whispering leaves.


He took another look at the body. Definitely a woman. Young, too. And naked as the day she was born . . .


‘You’re through to the police.’ A male voice, high and bright as a summer’s day. ‘What’s the address or location of your emergency?’


Bob tightened his grip on the mobile, staying exactly where he was. He looked up and down the lane. ‘I don’t know the exact postcode or map co-ordinates, but I’m just outside Minster Lovell. Little place near Witney in Oxfordshire. It’s . . . It’s the top road coming into the village.’


‘Just a second. And what’s your name, sir?’


‘Bob Rutherford.’ He watched both ways for any other cars, listening closely, then took another step across the road.


‘Hi, Bob, would that be the Leafield Road?’


‘Sounds about right. Mate, I’m fixing a wall for this old couple. The Maitlands. Live a few hundred yards past the village sign.’


‘Okay, I’ve got you.’ Sounded like the guy was smiling. ‘Now, Bob, what’s happened?’


‘I’ve found a girl’s body.’ Bob looked over again. She was painfully skinny. He groaned. ‘Listen, she’s like a sack of bones. I think she might be a druggy.’


‘Is she breathing?’


‘Mate, you need to send someone out to sort this—’


The woman rolled over onto her side.


‘Christ!’ Bob jumped back, pressing himself against his van.


The woman’s eyes were shut, but her chest was moving, like she was sipping shallow breaths.


‘She’s alive.’


‘Thanks, Bob. That’s . . . That’s good.’


Heart racing, Bob approached her, keeping low. ‘You okay there, love?’


The woman didn’t react.


‘I made a mistake. I said police to the operator. You need to send an ambulance and pronto.’


‘They’re both on their way, Bob.’


The girl’s eyes opened and her head swivelled towards him, her gaze wild and lost to something. Maybe drugs, but maybe not. Maybe something else.


‘It’s okay, love.’ Bob held out his free hand, smiling at her. ‘I’m Bob. What’s your name?’


Her fingers twitched, then bunched up around the weed bed she lay on, screwing up the nettles and dock. Like she was trying to get up, but just didn’t have the energy.


Bob took another step forward, widening his smile. ‘Hey, it’s okay.’


‘Sir, I advise you to—’


She started blinking, hard and fast. Then she squinted at Bob and let out a moan, low and loud. Like that feral cat who’d made a nest under their decking, protecting her kittens as the Cats Protection woman caught them for rehoming.


He took another step and the woman screamed.




Two


[Corcoran, 11:55]


Detective Sergeant Aidan Corcoran shifted on the passenger seat, trying to get comfortable as they bombed down the country lane. He straightened his leg out into the footwell. His right hip was in spasm, not excruciating, but—


Something clicked and he let out a shallow sigh. Almost panting with relief.


DI Alana Thompson drove the pool Volvo like an idiot, battering across the bridge, and something metallic crunched underneath. The cricket ground and its car park passed in a blur, then she swerved out to overtake a cyclist, bumping onto the grass verge. A weeping willow caressed the windscreen with its leaves.


Corcoran gave her a look. ‘Ma’am, can you slow down?’


‘Don’t ma’am me, Sergeant. You’re not in the Met any more.’ Thompson rounded the bend onto another road that looked like the right one, but you never knew out here in the sticks. They tore through a picture postcard village. Country pub, a hodgepodge of stone cottages, some with thatched roofs, then the density thinned out in that middle England way, the village not quite ready to give up its grip as it gradually turned into countryside. A car park on the right had no sign what it was for, just a warning of a single-track road without passing places. Neat slate walls lined the lane on both sides.


Thompson jerked to a halt, the tyres screeching.


A young lad in uniform leaned against a wall, clutching a clipboard, half a roll of police tape flapping in the breeze as it blocked the lane beyond. He set off towards them, eager and keen.


Thompson lowered the window and held out her warrant card. ‘This strictly necessary, Constable?’


The uniform stood up tall like he was meeting the Queen. ‘Sorry, ma’am, but I thought there might be forensics?’


She twisted the key and the engine rattled. ‘She’s dead?’


‘No, ma’am, but—’


‘Stop ma’aming me. It’s Alana.’ Thompson got out and slammed the door.


Corcoran let his seatbelt ride up slowly, opened the door and stepped out onto the lane, taking his time to analyse the scene.


An ambulance idled up ahead, the lights pulsing in the bright sunshine. Another two uniforms stood by it, chatting to a green-clad paramedic. In the distance, a female uniform blocked off the lane from that end.


Thompson stuffed her hands in her pockets. ‘Any idea who she is?’


‘Afraid not. Bloke found her naked. I’ve searched the vicinity but no clothes, no phone, no wallet, nothing.’


‘And what stopped you searching?’


‘Your colleague told me to take over down here.’ The uniform pointed at a female plainclothes officer halfway up the lane.


Not someone Corcoran recognised, but that didn’t narrow it down much. She was taking a statement from a ruddy-faced man standing by a van. Stonemason’s overalls. Heavyset, like so many round here. Farming stock. Tinge of red in the cheeks, meaning a drinker, his belly indicating beer.


The uniform nodded up the lane. ‘That’s the bloke who found her. Bob Rutherford. Had a little chat with him. Bore the arse off you, mate.’ He smirked at Corcoran, then scratched at his neck. ‘Reckons he saw an SUV going pretty fast not long before. Chased after it, but saw her lying there so stopped. Could be a VW or a Vauxhall. Black, maybe dark grey.’


Corcoran looked back at Bob giving his statement, assessing him. He’d already listened to the 999 call on the way out and he’d read the statement later, then take a view. And if this guy was a hell of a bore, he’d just repeat his story, but each new version would increase his role in the mystery.


Corcoran gave the uniform a conspiratorial nod. ‘I’ll take your advice, then.’ He scanned the immediate area. No tracks, no footprints, not even the imprint of a human body. Just a bed of weeds under a bush. ‘Do me a favour and call in the SUV sighting, okay?’


‘Sarge.’


Thompson patted the uniform on the arm. ‘Call Control and tell them I want forensics here, okay?’


He gave a nervous nod as he tapped his Airwave police radio. ‘Ma’am.’


Thompson blundered through the tape and made her way down the winding road, her round shoulders drooping low, head forward, beady eyes scanning the lane.


Corcoran followed, but struggled to match her pace. ‘Alana, wait up.’


She stopped, frowning back the way. ‘You know, that just sounds weird.’


‘Shall we just stick with “ma’am”?’


‘No, apparently I need to develop a better rapport with my subordinates, so let’s go with Alana.’ Thompson slowed as they closed on the ambulance, the engine still rumbling. Two uniforms let Thompson through to the paramedic. ‘Where is she?’


The paramedic stopped folding up the ramp. ‘Neil Hart’ was stamped on his uniform. He pointed inside the ambulance with his left thumb. ‘In here.’


‘Okay, get out of my way.’ Thompson nudged him to the side.


Inside, Neil’s colleague crouched by a gurney, holding out a giant silver sheet. ‘Come on, I need you to—’


‘No!’ A voice, female, weak but still a shout. ‘No!’


But the paramedic got his way, wrapping the blanket around the woman. She was flat on her back on the gurney, her legs raised up. Her head peeped out of a hole in the silver, wild-eyed, her mouth open like she was in constant pain. Hair curled and matted thick like badly done dreadlocks. Her skin was pale, almost white, with a tinge of blue. And she was skeletally thin, no fat or muscle to cushion the bones in her skull and jaw.


The paramedic wrapped a woolly blanket round her shoulders and didn’t seem to get any resistance.


Corcoran smiled back at Neil the paramedic. ‘Any chance we can speak to her?’


‘We really need to get her to hospital.’ A sharp shake of the head. ‘Her body’s in starvation mode, so we need to get her stabilised. Those blankets will get her body temperature up, but we’re limited with what we’re able to do here. I’ve called ahead and they’re prepping a room for her.’


‘The Radcliffe?’


‘Afraid so.’ Neil checked his watch. ‘Oxford traffic is a nightmare at the best of times, and this is the worst.’


‘I’ll see what I can do to ease your way.’ Thompson got out her mobile and set off.


‘Kind of lucky we got here so fast. Responding to a prank call in Witney. First time I’ve ever been thankful.’ Neil shook his head again. ‘She wouldn’t have lasted much longer if we hadn’t got here.’


Corcoran took another look at the woman, now shivering uncontrollably as her body started to heat up. Weird how it worked like that.


‘Druggies in Oxfordshire!’ Down the lane, the stonemason was shouting, arms wide. ‘What’s the world coming to, I ask you?’


Corcoran played that through as a possibility. Heroin user with a deep debt, maybe a prostitute. Taken out to the countryside and released, kept alive to send a message to her and her fellow streetwalkers. Not killed so she could repay that debt.


Or was that his brain still being stuck in London? Out in Oxfordshire, sure they had their problems, but this?


He frowned at Neil. ‘Any evidence that she’s a drug user?’


‘You mean heroin?’ The paramedic stopped what he was doing and sucked in a deep breath. ‘No track marks on her arms.’ He looked back inside with a frown. ‘Her ankles, though . . .’


‘Injection marks?’


‘No.’ Neil clicked his tongue a few times. ‘Thing is, her skin’s worn, like she’d been tied up, and not like it was her boyfriend’s birthday, if you catch my drift.’ He gave a crafty wink.


Corcoran weighed up the evidence.


Signs of being tied up. Starvation. Panic, but nowhere near enough energy to fight off even a friendly paramedic putting a blanket on her.


What did it mean? Abduction? Prolonged captivity? His drug-prostitute-revenge theory felt less likely. Leaving him with nothing much to go on.


He fixed a hard stare on the paramedic. ‘I need to speak to her.’


‘We’ve got to—’


‘Someone’s done this to her. I need to find them. And besides, you’ve got to finish packing up here, right? Thirty seconds, that’s all I ask.’


Neil clicked his tongue again, then nodded. ‘Not a second longer.’


‘Appreciate it.’ Corcoran smiled as he stepped up into the back of the ambulance, his hip twinging.


The other paramedic kept tending to the victim, wrapping a second woolly blanket around her legs and waist.


The woman lay flat on her back, scanning the interior, her gaze landing on everything. Except Corcoran. Half-crazed, starved and deeply unwell.


Corcoran’s theory of imprisonment was looking more likely. He gave her a smile and waited for full eye contact. Not a glance, but her full attention.


There. He smiled. ‘My name is Aidan. I’m a detective. I want to help find out who did this to you.’ Her blue eyes seemed to swell as tears filled them. ‘Let’s start with your name, shall we?’


But he lost her. Her head wobbled back and stayed there, looking up. Harsh breathing, her nostrils flaring.


The other paramedic grabbed Corcoran’s arm. ‘I need to get her on a drip, so can you . . .?’


Corcoran stepped away and let him work.


But the woman’s gasps were forming into four equal sounds, like she was playing an instrument.


One. Two. Three. Four.


Say. Rah. Lang. Ton.


Sarah Langton.


Corcoran crouched down low and looked up at her. ‘Sarah Langton?’


She nodded, slight and fleeting but definitely a nod.


‘Thanks, Sarah. You’re in great hands now, okay?’ Corcoran jumped down onto the asphalt as the back door slammed.


Thompson yanked it open again, a uniform hanging around next to her.


The paramedic scowled out at her. ‘We need to—’


‘I want her to get a rape kit, okay?’ She pushed the uniform towards the door. ‘And I need an officer in the ambulance with her for continuity of evidence. Okay?’


‘Fine.’ The paramedic helped the uniform up into the back, then slammed the door in her face.


Thompson made a face at Corcoran. ‘Honestly, Aidan, you’d think we were on different sides or something.’


The ambulance set off with a pulse of siren. Ahead, the uniforms cleared the tape from the path to let it past.


Corcoran reached into his pocket for his radio and put it to his ear.


‘Control receiving, over.’


‘Safe to talk. It’s DS Aidan Corcoran. Need you to run a PNC search for one Sarah Langton. IC1 female, mid-twenties, over.’


‘You got an address?’


Corcoran gritted his teeth. ‘Afraid not.’


‘One second.’


Corcoran stood there, the breeze kicking up a sweet smell.


‘Okay, I’ve found a missing person. One Sarah Kimberley Langton, aged twenty-six. Reported missing six weeks ago from Cambridge.’




Three


[12:40]


‘Come on, come on, come on.’ DI Thompson hurtled through the roundabout, chasing an ambulance almost bumper to bumper. ‘What’s the hold-up?’


Corcoran looked across at the hospital, the least Oxford-looking building in the world. Eight or nine storeys of sixties’ concrete and glass catching the afternoon sun, feeling a world away from the ancient colleges just down the road. ‘Please don’t beep them.’


‘I’ll beep who I like.’ Thompson stopped at another roundabout, where they seemed to be constantly losing out to the traffic coming from the right. She looked over at him, eyebrows raised. ‘You getting anywhere with her?’


Corcoran put away his phone. ‘Got hold of the investigating officer. A DC based in Cambridge.’ He pointed up at the hospital. ‘Said he’ll meet us here.’


‘And what about her?’


Corcoran showed her his smartphone, the screen filled with the photo from Sarah’s MisPer file. Happy with round cheeks and a slight tan. ‘This look like the woman in the ambulance to you?’


Thompson took the device, studying the image carefully. ‘Could be anyone.’ She handed it back, then cut across the roundabout into the hospital car park, pulling straight into a disabled bay. ‘Could even be me if I lost a couple of stone.’ She killed the engine.


‘Hence me asking our friend in Cambridgeshire to bring her husband here to confirm we’ve found his Sarah Langton and not someone else.’ Corcoran stared at the face again, then tapped back into the MisPer report. ‘Reported missing from Cambridge, then six weeks later she’s in a ditch in Oxfordshire, at least two hours’ drive away. Long way to take someone.’


Thompson opened her door. ‘You got any theories?’


‘Too many, and all of them make me sick to the stomach.’


[12:57]


‘Inspector?’ A female doctor joined them at the Accident & Emergency reception. Medium height, mid-grey hair, her face filled with laughter lines, widening as she gave a broad grin. ‘Dr Tamar Yadin. Can we have a word?’


Thompson thumbed at Corcoran. ‘You mind if the boy wonder here joins us?’


‘Be my guest.’ Dr Yadin marched off through the bleak hellscape that was the Accident & Emergency waiting area. Six rows of chairs facing each other in pairs, almost all filled with the walking wounded or relatives of the sick and dying. Yadin opened a door and held it for them.


Thompson didn’t give Corcoran the option of letting her go first. He let Yadin go, then followed her.


Into a cupboard. Shelved walls filled with cleaning materials and medical supplies. A mop was stuffed into a bucket that stank of harsh chemicals and something worse.


‘I’m sorry, but we’re stretched for space today so I’ll make this brief.’ Dr Yadin leaned back against the door, arms folded. ‘Sarah’s being rehydrated just now. That’s our first priority. Her body isn’t critically dehydrated, but we need to get her on a D5W solution in order to—’


‘A what?’


Yadin sighed at Thompson. ‘A saline solution mixed with five percent dextrose. We are commencing refeeding, supplementing the solution with vitamins to restore her electrolyte levels and with potassium to prevent any cardiac issues. Refeeding syndrome is our biggest risk over the next twenty-four hours. The body will generate glycogen, protein and fat to the detriment of blood, so we have to constantly monitor her condition and make micro-adjustments.’ She clenched her jaw. ‘I will warn you now, this isn’t going to be quick. Days, even weeks before we get a prognosis.’


Thompson rolled her eyes. ‘You mean we won’t get to speak to her?’


‘You’re welcome to try. I won’t stand here trying to stop you, you know that, but she’s in an incredibly weakened state and her care should be both of our primary concerns.’


‘This state she’s in, is it starvation?’


‘Absolutely.’ Yadin inspected a tablet computer, perched in the crook of her elbow. ‘Sarah’s showing all the symptoms: skin rashes, hair loss, ulcers, bleeding gums, cramps. And she’s as weak as a day-old kitten.’ She looked up from her machine. ‘I’ve dealt with a great number of eating disorders in adult patients and . . .’ She drifted off, her expression darkening.


Thompson gave her a few seconds. ‘Bottom line, doc?’


‘Like I say, this is going to be days and weeks, rather than hours. Sorry. And that’s if she even pulls through.’


[14:38]


A knock at the door.


Thompson opened it and peered out. Then she opened it wide. ‘Come into our grotto.’


A lumbering giant ducked under the doorway and meandered in. Early forties, bald, cheap suit hanging off wide shoulders. He held out a hand to Corcoran. ‘DC Will Butcher, Cambridgeshire police. We spoke on the phone?’


‘That was quick.’ Corcoran shook his hand, gesturing at his boss. ‘This is DI Alana Thompson.’


She kept her hands in her pockets. ‘You brought the husband?’


‘I did.’ Butcher thumbed behind him. ‘Waiting out there. Funny old world, eh?’


‘What’s so funny about it?’ Thompson opened the door again and stepped past him.


‘What’s her problem?’ Butcher scowled at the closing door. ‘You try doing a hundred on that road with a member of the public in the back . . .’


‘She’s like that with everyone, Constable. Don’t take it personally.’


Butcher gave Corcoran a narrow-eyed stare. ‘Haven’t got hold of Sarah’s parents yet. Left voicemails and sent a text to each of them.’ He rubbed a hand across his pale lips. ‘And it’s definitely Sarah?’


‘That’s what we want to find out.’


[14:50]


Christopher Langton stood in another doorway, fingers twitching as he listened to Dr Yadin. The words didn’t seem to be going in. Medium height, mid-brown hair, and slim like he ran a lot. No distinguishing features – the sort of bloke who’d be a nightmare to find if he ever went missing. He looked completely destroyed, exhausted from worry that had long since turned to grief. Deep bags under his eyes, shrouding a vacant stare. But hope had started twinkling in his eyes. He nodded and followed Dr Yadin through to a room, the small whiteboard outside earmarking it for Sarah Langton.


Butcher’s breath misted the window’s glass as he muttered, ‘The state of her . . .’


Sarah lay on the bed, asleep now. She looked even older than back at the roadside, her face hardened.


Her husband stood over her like a statue. Then he crouched, squinting, tears glistening in his eyes. He said something, then reached for Sarah.


Dr Yadin grabbed his wrist and spoke into his ear.


Langton covered his eyes with his hand and gave a slight nod. He came back out into the corridor, rubbing at his eyes, breathing hard and fast. ‘It’s her. That’s my Sarah.’ He made a noise, half sigh, half groan. Not quite at the stage of relief. Still weeks of worry ahead of him, but on the road away from abject despair. ‘She’s lost so much weight. I barely recognised her. Can’t believe someone’s done this to her.’


Dr Yadin led him away.


Thompson stepped between the two cops. ‘Lads, I need you to interview him while I brief the powers that be.’ She shook her head. ‘Two forces . . . That’s going to be so much fun.’




Four


[15:12]


‘Through here, sir.’ Corcoran opened the door and let Langton into a family room. Tastefully decorated in shades of beige, with three sofas around a square coffee table. A box of tissues rested on top beside some fresh flowers, whites, pinks and purples.


Corcoran put a hand across the door frame to stop Butcher entering. He had to look up at him – the guy must be six or seven inches taller, but they probably weighed about the same. ‘I’m leading here, okay?’


‘Okay, Sarge.’ Butcher entered and sat opposite the husband, his long legs blocking the path between them.


Corcoran had to go round the back of Langton’s to sit on the third settee. ‘Thanks for identifying your wife, sir. I understand how difficult this is, but we’re determined to find whoever did this to her.’ He waved at Butcher. ‘I appreciate you’ve been over this with my colleague here, but—’


‘Let me get this straight, you’re interested now she’s been found?’ Langton barked out a humourless laugh. ‘The time for this was when the trail was warm. She—’


‘I understand how—’


‘Don’t give me that!’ Langton stabbed a finger towards the door. ‘You’ve seen the state of her! You’ve seen how broken she is!’ Another jab with the finger, but his head sunk low. ‘You should’ve found her before now.’


‘I understand your frustration, sir.’ Corcoran shifted forward on his seat. ‘I wish we could devote more resources to cases such as your wife’s, but DC Butcher here—’


‘Bollocks.’ Langton couldn’t bring himself to look at Butcher. ‘Absolute bollocks. He could’ve done a lot more six weeks ago.’ He swallowed the words, then screwed his eyes shut. ‘I’m sorry.’ He looked over at Butcher. ‘I’m all over the place, I . . .’


‘I understand, sir. But you’re right.’ Butcher flashed him a smile. ‘There’s always more that can be done, and I’m sorry we didn’t find Sarah before. But now we’ve got her, we know something untoward has happened to her. Before, well, it could’ve—’


Corcoran caught Butcher’s attention and his glare got him to shut up. He looked over at Langton. ‘Until we can speak to Sarah, I’m treating this as malicious. Assuming someone has done this to her, I want to find them and, with luck and time, bring them to justice.’


Langton sat there, drilling his gaze into Corcoran. ‘Someone just dumped her? How can . . .?’ Langton reached for a tissue and dabbed his eyes. ‘How can I help?’


‘It would be extremely useful if you could take us through everything from the start. I know it’s—’


‘Fine.’ Langton stared hard at Corcoran. He must’ve rehearsed this speech so many times, given it to friends, family, colleagues, even the police. ‘That night, a Friday, I’d been out playing squash. Had a few beers after with the guys, then got home, but Sarah wasn’t in. The house was cold and she’d usually have the heating on. She likes it warm. And poor Milhouse hadn’t been fed. He’s our cat. Sarah loves him to pieces.’ He shut his eyes. ‘He’s missed her . . .’


‘You never received any messages?’


‘None. And believe me, I was looking.’ Langton gestured at Butcher. ‘There aren’t many people who I’d show my phone to, but he’s been through it.’


‘Fine-tooth comb.’ Butcher nodded. ‘We haven’t managed to recover Sarah’s phone, either. Last location was outside her house.’


Corcoran looked at Langton. ‘Cambridge, correct?’


‘Quiet village on the outskirts.’ Langton sighed. ‘Can’t help but think if we lived in a town, it would’ve been much harder for them to take her.’


‘Living in a city isn’t much protection from abduction, sir.’


Langton nodded, like it had closed off some avenue of worry. ‘What else can I say? She loves photography. Got her a new Sony camera at Christmas, not that she . . .’ His nostrils quivered. ‘We both run. Do the London and Paris marathons each year. We’d been talking of doing Boston and New York next.’


Corcoran glanced at Butcher. ‘Was she into fitness tracking?’


‘She got a smartwatch last summer to track her running and so on. Weighed herself on these fitness scales every morning. One of those fancy ones that measures body fat and . . .’ Langton’s lip quivered. ‘She was obsessed about getting it below fifteen percent. Now she’s . . .’ He reached for another tissue and masked fresh tears with blowing his nose.


A shadow passed over the door’s glass just before it opened. Dr Yadin stood there, smiling. ‘Mr Langton, Sarah’s parents have arrived. Can I ask you to assist them?’


‘Sure thing.’ Langton got up, then stopped, frowning at Corcoran. ‘Do you need anything else from me?’


‘I’m sure there’ll be other things, sir, but you should spend time with them.’


‘Okay.’ Head low, Langton followed Yadin out of the room.


Butcher got up and started pacing the room. ‘Poor guy.’


‘One way of looking at it.’ Corcoran leaned back, arms folded. ‘What was all that animosity?’


‘Guy’s angry at everyone for what’s happened. You must’ve seen that yourself, yeah?’


‘Sure that’s all it is?’


‘I know what you’re thinking. I’m not some local idiot cop messing up here.’ Butcher’s shoulders slumped. Not the joy of a man whose missing person had been found, but the fear of a man about to get his backside kicked for not being the one to recover her. He slouched in the seat Langton had sat in. ‘Trouble is, Sarah was just another MisPer. You must get loads in Thames Valley, right? Students under so much pressure to succeed at Oxford University. Same as with Cambridge. The ones who don’t try to kill themselves, some just up and leave. Then there are all the little towns and villages, where people run away from home every day . . .’


‘Did you have any suspects?’


‘Funny you should ask.’ Butcher leaned forward and looked at the door. ‘I thought it was possible he’d murdered her.’


Most murder victims knew their killer. Starting with the family was the obvious strategy.


‘What made you think that?’


‘My first thought was she’d run off with someone.’ A darkness twisted Butcher’s features. ‘But we never found any big withdrawals or any other telltale signs she’d been planning to scarper. And him . . . he kept phoning me up. Never anything new, but it felt like he was fishing, seeing if he was a suspect.’


‘You get any evidence to support that theory?’


‘Thing is, his story checked out. He was out with his mates from squash. Pub CCTV, bus CCTV, street CCTV.’ Butcher gripped his thighs. ‘Doesn’t mean he didn’t have help.’


The door opened again. Thompson thundered in and collapsed next to Corcoran, nudging his shin with her shoe. ‘Budge.’ She reached into her pocket for a mint and crunched it without offering the packet round. ‘I’ve spoken to my boss and our opposite numbers in Cambridgeshire police. This is now a major inquiry and I’m Deputy SIO, for my sins. Means it’s my arse on the line here. Means we’ll get more bodies in to help us out.’ She gave Butcher a frosty look. ‘I appreciate all your efforts so far, Constable. You’re seconded to my team, so you can thank me later. We’re based at Thames Valley Force HQ, okay?’ She popped another mint in, sucking this time. ‘Initially we’re keeping a media blackout. Then we’ll release as few details as possible. Last thing we want is to scare the public.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Unless you think they should be scared?’


Butcher kept his gaze neutral. ‘I don’t know what you’re getting at.’


‘It looks very much like someone’s abducted a woman, Constable. Held her somewhere for six weeks.’ Thompson tossed a photo of Sarah Langton onto the table. A further-away shot of her clad in Lycra, warming up for a run. Her athletic physique was nothing like the skeleton found by the side of the road. ‘I’m asking if there’s someone out there who will be terrified by news of us being onto them? Will they do this again?’


Butcher bristled. ‘What do—’


‘Alana.’ Corcoran shot a look at Butcher to keep him quiet. ‘Look, we still don’t know yet that she was abducted. She could’ve had a psychotic break and decided to starve herself.’ He picked up the photo. ‘DC Butcher drew a blank before, but now we’ve recovered her, alive, we can start a detailed investigation and with adequate resourcing. We’ve already discussed the possibility of it being her husband. I want to investigate that further.’


‘Okay.’ Thompson crunched another mint. ‘Usual drill. Husband, family, neighbours, co-workers, ex-boyfriends, ex-girlfriends, criminal contacts, bank accounts. Then any leads on drugs, mental illness, medical problems. Right now, we’re throwing all the bodies at it.’


Corcoran looked to Butcher. ‘Anything else we should be focusing on, Constable?’


Butcher cleared his throat. ‘The other possibility is her job. She worked as a research assistant in a pharmaceutical lab, doing statistical analysis. There’s a load of them round Cambridge, but this one was on the radar of some animal rights nutters. Received a good number of threats over the years.’


‘But?’


‘Sarah didn’t do experiments herself. And she hadn’t received any threats directly.’


Corcoran played it through. ‘I still think it’s a possibility, Alana.’


‘You have my blessing.’ Thompson got up with a fresh crunch of mint. ‘Okay, so while I’m setting up an Incident Room and all that good stuff, can you two get back to first principles? Just so we’re clear, Butcher, I’m not criticising you.’ She winked at Corcoran. ‘Get up to Cambridge and chase down any and all leads. Find out if this is an abduction and, if so, find whoever did this to that poor woman. Okay?’




Five


[17:42]


Corcoran pulled up at the gate and waited. The Cambridgeshire Police HQ sprawled around him, a lump of bulging concrete surrounding a car park dominated by a sprawling oak. He wound down his window.


A hut sat to the side, the tinny sounds of opera leaking out. The door opened and a security guard limped over to his car, each lopsided step looking like it cost him greatly.


Corcoran held up his warrant card. ‘Here to see DC Butcher.’


‘Little Will?’ The guard frowned, twisting his face tight, then nodded over at a grey Mondeo sandwiched between two squad cars. ‘Good luck finding him, he’s a slippery bugger at the best of times.’ He tapped a button on a remote and the barrier lifted, almost in sync with Corcoran’s rising window as he trundled over.


A car pulled out of a space under the giant tree and Corcoran grabbed it. His aching hip made him take his time getting out. A dull throb had settled in as he weaved around Oxford’s infernal bypass, and right now he’d give a good few years of his life for a deep-tissue massage. He shut the door, pleased to avoid any fresh stabs of pain.


‘There you are.’


Corcoran jerked round and got that sharp twinge in his side.


Butcher sucked on a cigarette, hunching low to fit his giant frame under the smoking shelter. He held out a pack for Corcoran, but got a shake of the head. ‘Trying to quit?’


Corcoran stayed outside, but still got coils of blue smoke heading his way. ‘Tried starting six times, just couldn’t get into it.’


Butcher barked out a laugh. Then took another deep suck. ‘Everything these days is either cancer or vaping. Or both.’ He exhaled through his nostrils, slowly, eyes closed like it was his sole surviving pleasure. ‘Just give me a good, honest cigarette any day of the week.’


Corcoran tried to stand upwind of him. ‘So, where do you suggest we start?’


Butcher stared at the ground, still avoiding eye contact. ‘You’re the boss.’


‘Case file would be a good place. Then witness statements, CCTV and wherever else the night takes us.’


Butcher stamped his butt out on the bin and dropped it in. ‘Don’t ask for much, do you?’


[17:47]


Corcoran followed him along the corridor. ‘You got a problem with me?’


Butcher finally looked at him as he swiped through a security reader. ‘Not with you.’


‘Thompson?’


‘Got it in two.’ Butcher set off down a long corridor, without waiting for Corcoran, his rubber-soled shoes squeaking over the lino. ‘What’s her deal?’


‘She’s a DI.’ Corcoran managed to catch up, but he was out of breath. ‘Sure you’ve got them here, right?’


‘Mate, don’t get smart with me. I was asking if she was a direct entry or something.’


‘I’m new to her team, so I don’t know. But you’ll know the way the force is going. They’ve got so much pressure heaped on their shoulders. It’s bad enough being a sergeant these days.’


Butcher shook his head.


Corcoran knew his argument wasn’t cutting any mustard with him. ‘Look, she wasn’t being a dick to you because you’ve made a mess of anything, she’s just—’


‘A mess?’ Butcher opened a door and held it for him. ‘You honestly think—’


‘No, but I know that you think that she thinks . . .’ Corcoran caught himself and sighed. ‘She’s stressed, okay? We’ve found Sarah Langton and there’s a possibility that someone’s abducted her and tortured her. Meaning a big investigation. Thompson is Deputy SIO, so she’s got all the day-to-day management. All the stress, all the hassle, all the pressure. Dealing with people like me.’ That got a smile. ‘Right now, our priority isn’t arguing about stupid stuff, it’s determining whether someone’s done something to Sarah and finding them. And if there’s something you have made a mess of, now’s the time to tell me.’


Butcher stared at him for a few seconds, lips twitching like he was going to say something, but instead set off up the staircase, clenched fists in his trouser pockets.


Cops and their precious egos . . .


[17:52]


Corcoran walked into the open-plan office space and stopped, taking in the usual display of idle cops trying to look busy. A pair of older officers bantered over by the water filter, voices low. Another two female officers looked up from their computers, following Corcoran’s path. Butcher was farting around in a kitchen area near the window, shrouded by the caramel smell of Colombian medium roast, a filter machine bubbling and hissing away next to him.


The view was mostly blocked by the sprawling oak, but the squad cars’ acid yellow cut through the foliage.


Butcher stretched out, his shirt popping out of his trousers. ‘You must be knackered from that drive. Know I am.’ He held up the jug of dark liquid and let out a yawn. ‘I brew a mean coffee.’


‘I’d rather look at the case file?’


‘Over there.’ Butcher nodded at a desk in the corner. A bonsai apple tree sat next to the monitor. ‘Sure you don’t want—’


‘Just milk, cheers.’ Corcoran walked across and pulled over a spare seat. The case file sat on the desk, looking frustratingly thin. He opened it and gave it a quick scan. Standard fare – everything in the right place, just . . . hardly any of it. Modern-day resource constraints were one thing, but this just smacked of a lack of care.


The second time, he sifted through it, aware of at least five officers’ prying eyes on him. That familiar sixth sense that could pinpoint eyes feasting on the new guy in the room. Corcoran got nothing new from his second pass, but there were a couple of names to speak to again, now that a Missing Person was a Found Person. But sod all otherwise.


Butcher was still over by the filter machine, sniffing a milk carton. A man in a suit was bending his ear about something, no doubt his DI on arse-covering activities. With a final nod, Butcher picked up both mugs and walked back over, his boss’s narrow-eyed gaze locked on Corcoran.


‘Here you go.’ Butcher clunked a mug down on the table and slurped from his own. ‘So, did I give you enough rope to hang me with?’


Corcoran put the coffee to his lips and savoured the smell. Surprisingly good for a police station. Then a sip, full of deep tones, and that sweet caramel smell turned into flavour. ‘This is good coffee.’


‘I’m in charge of the machine.’ Butcher took another drink, now sitting on the edge of the desk despite his chair being free. ‘Got to watch these buggers or they’ll top up the jug with instant.’


Corcoran laughed, loud enough to bring all the attention back to him. When you’re in the lion’s den, act like you own the place. ‘It’s good. If this police malarkey goes to shit, you’ve got a promising career as a barista.’ He nudged the case file over the desk. ‘Okay, so let’s start with anyone you couldn’t speak to in January.’


Butcher set his mug down and picked up the file. ‘I was as thorough as the time would allow me. Spoke to all of her neighbours and her boss.’


‘Nicely caveated.’


Butcher shrugged. ‘My DI deprioritised the case.’


Corcoran caught the suit walking over from the side of his eye. ‘Anyone see anything?’


‘Nada.’


‘CCTV?’


Before Butcher could get out another word, the suit thrust out his hand in front of Corcoran, all smiles. Mid-forties, but the bags under his eyes and slack skin around his neck could push it higher. His thinning hair was a few shades too dark for his complexion. ‘DI Thomas Hinshelwood. It’s Corcoran, right?’


‘That’s right.’ Corcoran gave his hand a nice, tight squeeze. Didn’t get anything other than a raised eyebrow. ‘Take it you’ve been briefed, sir?’


‘Call me Tom.’ Hinshelwood stood there, arms folded. ‘And yes, Will called me on his way over. Is he playing nice?’


‘He’s a sweetie.’


Hinshelwood laughed hard, clearly enjoying Butcher’s blush. ‘Can we have a quick chat?’


‘Sure.’ Corcoran followed him over to a glass-walled office, filled on three sides by filing cabinets, the external window blocked by a desk stacked high with paper files. He left the door open.


Hinshelwood didn’t sit, instead pacing around what little of the space he could. ‘Look, Sergeant, I’ll be frank. Your presence here concerns me.’ He sighed. ‘In my experience, when people like you dig up leads we might’ve dropped, well, I’m sure you understand how it looks . . .’


‘And how will it look?’


Another sigh. ‘The day after Will caught the case, literally the next day, we landed a major murder investigation. A young couple found in the Cam just outside of the city. Strangled, naked. Case was all over the news. I had no choice but to reallocate Will. No choice whatsoever.’


‘I understand, sir. I’m not here to investigate your incompetence.’ Corcoran got a bristle instead of a smile. ‘But the fact is, Sarah Langton has turned up in a lane in Oxfordshire. She’s been starved. And we’re going to find out why and catch who did it.’


‘Assuming someone did.’


‘Quite.’


Hinshelwood adjusted his cufflinks, making them catch the spotlights. ‘The thing is, given my pressing resource constraint, I reviewed the case personally and I deemed it to be a standard “runaway”. Does it appear to be anything else?’


‘Hard to say just yet.’


‘Well, if it is, I’ll struggle to sleep, believe me.’ Hinshelwood cleared a path round to his chair and sat, hands clamped on his knees. ‘We were unable to progress the case any further due to operational constraints, so go easy on us, okay?’


‘Did you catch the killer? In the Cam strangling.’


Hinshelwood picked up a file and stared at it absently. ‘Killers.’


‘That’s a positive thing, then.’


‘Mm.’ Hinshelwood put the file down and fixed a hard glare on Corcoran. ‘Whatever you’re thinking right now, it’s not malice or incompetence. We just don’t have enough skulls to do our jobs properly. Sure it’s the same over in Thames Valley?’


Corcoran smiled, letting the frost melt a touch. ‘We don’t even get the luxury of detectives investigating Missing Persons cases.’


‘Time was . . .’ Hinshelwood shook his head, a bitter expression on his face. ‘I’ll let you get on with things, okay? I’m glad Sarah has turned up. Genuinely . . . I just wish it was safe and sound, not . . . This. What’s happened to her.’


‘Thanks, sir.’ Corcoran gave him a broad smile, then left him to his dark thoughts and darker regrets.


Back at Butcher’s desk, he picked up his lukewarm coffee and finished it in one go. ‘Anything?’


‘Perfect timing.’ Butcher nodded at the screen, black and empty. ‘Just pulled up the CCTV footage from the night Sarah went missing. Waiting on you to finish your . . .’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘What did he—’


‘Just play it.’


Butcher smacked his thumb off the space-bar on his keyboard and sat back, arms crossed.


The black screen transitioned to a dark street, a generic English village, older stone cottages muddled up with modern brick houses. Raindrops dotted deep puddles, wind battering them into a fine spray. A woman pounded along the street, splashing through the puddles, checking her watch, a bright white headphone cable dangling from a strap on her arm.


Sarah Langton, a healthy and fit young woman. Before the trauma, before the torment. Then she was gone, lost between cameras.


‘What about the other side of that building?’


Butcher crunched back in his chair. ‘That’s it. No more CCTV around her home.’


Corcoran stared out of the window, getting a partial view across the car park, leaves dappling the fading sunlight. Seeing her like that hit him hard. The before picture. Healthy and strong, not a sack of bones and skin. The coffee sat heavy in his gut. ‘Replay it.’


Another crunch of the space-bar.


This time, Corcoran ignored Sarah, instead focusing on her surroundings. In the mouth of a side street, a silver Audi idled, the exhaust pluming in the night air. He reached over to pause it, then tapped the screen. ‘Who’s that?’


‘I saw it.’ Butcher cleared his throat. ‘Of course I saw it.’ He scratched his neck. ‘Trouble was, I couldn’t get plates off it.’


Corcoran squinted at the screen, trying to decipher the hieroglyphs. Butcher was right – the plates were unreadable. Whether by malice or fortune was another thing. He knew which way he’d bet if he had to.


‘I even checked the nearby CCTV cameras, not that there’s that many. There’s a Sainsbury’s half a mile away that’s covered in them. A B&Q and a cash and carry next door. Long and short of it is, there’s just way too many Audi A4s driving at that time in that area.’


‘Take it you—’


‘Yep. All the drivers I spoke to had alibis for where they went next and where they’d been.’


‘And the ones you didn’t?’


‘Spoke to them all, mate.’ Butcher looked away towards Hinshelwood’s office. ‘Didn’t get the chance to actually check the alibis, mind.’


Cursing his luck, Corcoran checked the screen again. Something wasn’t quite right with the picture. He tapped the glass again. ‘That’s not an A4. It’s an S4.’


Butcher blushed. ‘You some sort of car dick, or something?’


‘I just know my cars.’ Corcoran traced the outline of the car on the screen. ‘Biggest difference is the engine, but it’s got a sports trim. This model’s more expensive than the vanilla, and much rarer. Meaning easier to find.’ He stood up tall. ‘Can you grant me access to the CCTV? I’ll need your—’


Butcher gasped out a sigh. ‘Fine. I’ll pass it all over.’


‘No need to be like that.’ Corcoran hit play again and rewatched the footage. Nothing else jumped out at him. ‘But you should already be rechecking your sources for any S4s.’


‘Right.’ Butcher took his seat with a grunt and started taking it out on the keyboard.


Corcoran stood up to stretch out. ‘You want a top-up?’


Butcher nudged his mug with an elbow.


Corcoran walked over to the coffee machine and splashed out two fresh cups. The milk smelled sour, so he just added it to Butcher’s.


‘Sergeant.’ Hinshelwood had decided this was the perfect moment to start rooting around in the cupboard for a mug. ‘How goes it?’


‘Getting somewhere, maybe.’


Corcoran toasted him with his mug and headed back to Butcher. ‘Anything?’
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